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County Agent’s Notes:

November 15, 1999

By: Dr. Ernest H. Flint, Area Agent/Agriculture
Take advantage of good fall weather.
Extended periods of clear and warm weather are unusual for this time of year. This is an
excellent time to take care of chores that otherwise might require suffering in the cold.
Every year we get scores of calls from people who want information on what types and
amounts of fertilizers and liming materials to apply to lawns and gardens. Very few of these
people have sampled their soil for analysis, and this is really the only way to know what
materials really need to be applied.
While the weather is good get samples pulled so that next spring you will know exactly
what you need to apply in the way of plant nutrients. I would prefer that you and I are not
required to guess about this because few of these guesses are correct.
The proper way to prepare soil samples is to take a separate sample from each area of
your lawn or garden that is either a different kind of soil or has been used for a different purpose.
Never combine soil from a low area with soil from a hill or slope in the same sample because the
difference in elevation or slope is likely the most common reason for differences in soil fertility.
Soil from hills and slopes are very commonly low in fertility because most of these areas
have been eroded over time to the point that very little topsoil remains. Likewise, soil found in
low areas is usually highest in fertility since most of the topsoil lost from higher areas has settled
there. Keep these areas separate as you sample.

An example of a typical sampling situation might be as follows. The home site contains
a lawn with a slope and a low area, plus a garden made up of a corn patch and an area where
crops like peas and beans are grown. Ideally, four samples would be taken, with two from the
lawn and two from the garden. Also, if there is an area that has some unusual problem where
nothing grows well, this area should be sampled separately so that the problem can be evaluated
accurately without confusing it with soil from other areas. I often suggest that another sample be
taken where everything grows well; this will give the owner a perspective on what is required for
plants to grow properly. For gardens which have lost productivity, a separate sample should be
taken for an analysis of nematode levels. In many cases where fertility is blamed for poor
results, nematodes may be an underlying problem.
Most of you are aware of these things, but I like to remind you occasionally that sampling
your soil is really the only way to know how to fertilize properly. The Extension Soil Testing
Laboratory at Mississippi State charges three dollars per sample for the soil analysis, but the
nematode test is still done at no charge. You will find containers for soil and nematode analyses
at any Extension office. When results come back to you our office also gets a copy of the report
so that you can call about any questions you may have.

